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[57] ABSTRACT 

A computer-implemented method for automatically control- 
ling and tracking information related to business transac- 
tions occurring between a provider and a receiver of goods. 
The business transactions are tracked via an electronic 
system that includes a provider computer, at least one 
receiver computer and a business controller in electrical 
communication with the provider computer and the at least 
one receiver computer. The method includes an initiation 
step, step of receiving and retrieving the electronic infor- 
mation by the business controller and processing the elec- 
tronic information to generate updated electronic informa- 
tion. The information is stored and rendered mutually 
accessible to the provider computer and the at least one 
receiver computer substantially simultaneously. 

6 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 



jC 



110 



MANUFACTURER 
COMPUTER 




122 



DISPLAY 



120-. 








BUSINESS ACTIVITY 
CONTROLLER APPARATUS 
(CONTROLLER) 


f 140 







130 



DISTRIBUTOR 
COMPUTER 



■ 1^124 

KEYBOARD 



06/27/2002, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jun. 10, 1997 



Sheet 1 of 6 



5,638,519 




o 




06/27/2002, EAST version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jun. 10, 1997 



Sheet 2 of 6 



5,638 



O 




06/27/2002, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jun. 10, 1997 



Sheet 3 of 6 



5,638,519 



o 



m 



CO 



o 



CM 



RECEIPTS 
FILE 


to 
.J 


CUSTOMER 
CLAIMS 
FILE 


J 


PRICE 
RESOLUTION 
FILE 












PROVIDER 
BACK 
ORDER 
FILE 

* 


CM 
CM 

to 










CD 

to 




00 

-J 




LOCATION 
FILE 


PROVIDER 
CLAIMS 
FILE 


PRICE 
RESOLUTION 
FILE 




o 

-J 




CM 

J 




SHIPMENT 
FILE 


INVOICE 
FILE 


ORDER 
HISTORY 
FILE 













CM 



CO 



O 



O 
CM 
rO 



UJ 
2 
LJ 
O 



1 

I— 

> 

o 
< 

to 

LU 



to 

Z) 
CD 



06/27/2002, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jun. 10, 1997 



Sheet 4 of 6 



5,638, 



INITIATE SYSTEM 
PROCESSING 



400 



RECEIVE BUSINESS 
CONTROL AND ACTIVITY 
TRANSACTION INFORMATION 
AT THE BUSINESS 
CONTROLLER 



.410 



DOES THE RECEIVED 
INFORMATION NEED 
TRANSLATION FOR 
COMPATABILITY 



PROCESS RECEIVED AND 
STORED INFORMATION 
THEREBY CREATING 
BILLING EFFECT INFO 



420 



430 



TRANSLATE 



440 



SEND/TRANSMIT 
BILLING EFFECT INFO 
TO MANUFACTURER 
COMPUTER 



450 



SEND/TRANSMIT 
BILLING EFFECT INFO 
TO RECEIVER 
COMUPUTER 



.460 



FIG. 4 



06/27/2002, EAST version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jon. 10, 1997 



Sheet 5 of 6 



5,638,519 



o 
m 

u 



zoi 

, _ — O =^ t— 

YX UJ CD z 



O ^ LU 
gZ-JUJ 



o 



o 

CN 

m 



u 
z 
o 

i- ;< 
? <o 

I Jo 

Q 
CL 

3 



pSI 

tn o 

Ou 
o = 
a: 5= 

°-8 



UJ 



o 

UJ 
_l 
UJ 




25os 
> Q Z ^ 

oo 

< UJ 



o 
m 



oz 

z O UJ 
OhI 

ce < i- 
o a: >• 

Id o CO 

— UJ 
(/) Q 

£2°- 



a: 

UJ 

a; a: 
5° 



O 
00 

m 



Its 



2 
O 

a: 

U.Q 

. UJ 



o 

<CL 
Q 

CL UJ 



O 

z 

zee 

2S 

UJ 

_J 

UI 




lO 



06/27/2002, EAST version: 1.03.0002 



U.S. Patent 



Jun. 10, 1997 



Sheet 6 of 6 



5,638 



o 
to 



UJ% Q_ 
UP 2 




06/27/2002, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



5,638,519 

1 2 

EILECTRONIC METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR system. That is, once an electronic order is generated for a 

CONTROLLING AND TRACKING particular item or manufactured good, the order still must be 

INFORMATION RELATED TO BUSINESS communicated in some way by and to personnel, as with 

TRANSACTIONS most conventional systems. No electronic means are pro- 

5 vided for tracking and sharing of information relating to any 

'D OF THE INVENTION business transaction taking place between a supplier and its 
The present invention relates to business transactions customer, 
between supplier and customer, and more particularly relates In addition to automatically generating purchase orders, 
to an electronic method of tracking and controlling infor- vendor managed inventory systems have attempted to pro- 
nation relating to business transactions, the sharing of the 10 vide users with the ability to streamline the shipping/ 
business transaction information and system for implement- receiving process. For example, U.S. Pat No. 5,038,283 to 
ing same . Caveny discloses an electronic based shipping method for 

facilitating efficient distribution of goods between manufac- 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION turer and distributor. The Caveny shipping method requires 
Vendor managed inventory (VMI), as it is commonly 15 me kbeling of individual items for shipment with identifi- 
called, is a business method which relates to vendor labeling a shipping container with container 
(referred to interchangeably as 4t manufactureT, "stipplier", identification indicia and recording in a shipping location 
"provider" or "seller"), and customer (referred to inter- computer database the container and identification indicia 
changeably as Receiver", "buyer" or "distributor") interac- and including a list of the items shipped in the container. A 
tion in an effort to ininimize the customer's share of the 20 container packing record is electronically generated accord- 
distribution cost associated with distributing a supplier's mercto ' 

goods. Vendors that are able to reduce the customer's cost The Caveny shipping method electronically transmits the 

incurred with the purchase and distribution of the vendors' container packing record to a database that is accessible by 

goods provide an added incentive for the customer to stock a shipping destination computer at the shipping destination, 

and sell more goods, if not full lines of the vendor's 25 There, a customer order list of identification indicia identi- 

products. tying items necessary to fill customer orders, and a list of 

A key feature in any conventional system integrating indicia of contamers received at to 

information relating to business transactions between a recorded in a data base. The shipping destination computer 

supplier and its customers is the use of a computer to receive includes a program to compare the identification indicia of 

and delegate inventory and invoice information, provided ^ items recorded in the container packing record of a 

from either the supplier ox the customer, and to generate an received container with the identification indicia of the items 

automatic electronic purchase order therefrom. Through ^ me customer order. The received container may thereby 

various forms of supplier (manufacturer) and customer be directed t0 either general inventory or to an area for 

(receiver) interaction pursuant to the computer generated « further shipping if need be bypassing the need to handle and 

purchase order the process for the distribution of goods may check each item of the goods. 

be streamlined. While the Caveny shipping method attempts to reduce 
For example, U.S. Pat No. 5,168,445 to Kawashima et aL some of ^ thn& and effart associated with the receipt and 
discloses an automated ordering system for use in a retail restocking (handling) of mcoming shipments including the 
shop that is adapted far automatically ordering frequently 40 filling of outstanding orders, the method still 
sold goods. The Kawashima system enables a stock requires significant checking and handling in the form of 
caretaker, such as a shop manager, to understand and utilize routing mcoming orders at the receiving area of the distribu- 
factors of changing demand for individual goods in order to 101 location - 10 otner words, the Caveny shipping method is 
assist in the determination of an ideal order amount Hie concerned with accounting of goods shipped per order. The 
system then electronically determines and uses the ideal 45 Caveny shipping method does not provide a way of elec- 
order amount as well as other electronically stored tronically streamlining the communication process assod- 
information, e.g., the status of the particular stock and ated ^ me c 011 * 01 distribution of goods, including 
factors affecting the stock's storage and use, to electronically tracking business transactions such as auditing, pice admin- 
determine an order amount and order the goods to replenish istration and adjustments. 

inventory. 50 & is therefore an object of the present invention to provide 
The Kawashima system electronically generates the ideal 311 electronic method for automatically tracking and con- 
order amount by correlating both point of sale data derived trolling information related to a detailed level of business 
from the actual selling results and stock data relating to the activities and sharing information related thereto between a 
actual stocked goods. The correlated data is then massaged supplier and receiver of goods and system for i mplementin g 
according to Mormation input by a user. Such information 55 me same * 

includes factors indicative of changing sales volume, events It is another object of the present invention to provide a 
in the market area or bargain sale items in the shop, as well method of electronically processing business transaction 
as more collateral information such as the weather, geo- information related to damaged materials, shortages or over- 
graphic place, selling status of other shops, and tradenames, ages identified by a receiver of goods and an computer-based 
to name a few. Calculations are then performed electroni- 60 system implementing the same. 

cally on the data and order slips are automatically generated It is still another object of the present invention to provide 

thererrom. an electronic business interface between a supplier and 

Although some parts of the Kawashima system are receiver of goods to enable the immediate snaring, and 

automatic, Le., the manipulation of data and generation of auditing of all information related to all associated business 

the order slip, the system is nevertheless conventional in that 65 activities. 

it relies heavily on the user's contribution and input of data. It is yet another object of the present invention to provide 

Hie Kawashima system is not a fully automated electronic a method of significantly lowering the overhead cost asso- 



06/27/2002, EAST version: 1.03.0002 



5,638,519 

3 4 

dated with certain business transactions carried out between nel needs for processing certain exception information, e.g., 

a supplier and receiver of goods and an electronic system for damages, shortages or overages, are removed from the cost 

implementing the same. of doing business by the present invention. Paper interaction 

It is still yet another object of the present invention to is minimized and replaced by the immediate electronic 

provide a method of conducting business between a supplier 5 shared information described above. A business redefinition 

and receiver of goods in which the number of personnel m this way has the effect of significantly lowering the overall 

required to accomplish the same is minimized v CO st of doing business. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION These and other objects, features and advantages of this 

In accordance with the present invention, a computer- invention will become apparent from the following Detailed 

based system and apparatus is provided for automatically 10 Description of the Illustrative Emb<>diments thereof, which 

controlling information related to business transactions I s t0 be read m conjunction with the accompanying draw- 
between a provider of goods and receiver of goods, and 

tracking activities related thereto. In one embodiment, the en? tptton op twp to* AWiNrns 

apparatus includes a provider computer located at a provider J3 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

location, a receiver computer located at a destination for the FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram depicting one 

provider's goods and a business activity controller apparatus embodiment of the electronic system for controlling and 

(hereinafter referred to as "business controller*') in electrical tracking information related to business transactions of the 

communication with both the provider computer and the present invention; 

receiver computer for electronically rendering mutually 2Q HG 2 is a schematic block diagram of the preferred 

accessible to the provider computer and the receiver com- embodiment of the present invention; 

puter business activity and transaction ^ information mQ 3 ^ 

smMtaneously, substantially at the time of the transfer of tion rf memory mes ^ a b^^ty transaction 

" , , « . , . , . . . generating apparatus of the present invention; 

Preferably, the system includes a business activity trans- _ c ° _ r. , . „ , . . 

action generating apparatus (hereinafter referred to as 25 P' 4 1S U ^ schematic flow dia^am depicting the dec- 

•transaction generator) located at the destination for the *omc method. of controlling and tracking ^formation 

provider's goods that is in direct electrical communication re ^ *° transactlons ** d ±arm & information 

with the receiver computer. The transaction generator elec- related mereto; 

tronically controls information flow between the business 30 FIG. 5 is a schematic flow diagram depicting in greater 

controller and the receiver computer, storing the electronic detail one of the blocks shown in FIG. 4; 

business information in databases whereby the information FIG. 6 is a schematic block diagram depicting signal 

may be commonly shared. interaction within the embodiment of the present invention 

A computer-implemented method of the present invention shown in FIG. 2. 

electronically controls information related to business trans- 35 _______ __ TO ___ T> _ 

actions between a provider and receiver of goods and tracks ^^^^^^nni^Sxrr^^^^^ 

activities related thereto. The electronic information is pref- EMBODIMENTS 

erably commonly shared. The electronic system utilized by The present invention relates to the control and tracking 

the method may include a provider computer, a receiver of information related to business transactions and the 

computer and a business controller in electrical communi- ^ sharing of business transaction information related thereto, 

cation with the provider computer. One typical example of a business relationship utilizing this 

The computer-implemented business method includes the invention is that relationship existing between a supplier and 

steps of initiating the computer-based method, electronically a receiver of the supplier's goods. For purposes of this 

receiving business activity transaction information at the invention, the term "supplier" may be used interchangeably 

business controller, retrieving the stored electronic 45 with the terms "manufacturer", "seller", 'Vendor** and 

information, and processing the received and retrieved elec- "provider", and the term 'receiver** may be used inter- 

tronic information, storing the processing results and gen- changeably with the terms "distributor**, "customer" or 

erating an updated electronic invoice. The updated elec- "buyer". In addition, the phrase "business activities and 

tronic invoice may then be provided to the electronic transaction information" should be interpreted as meaning 

communication means where it is accessible to the provider 50 all and any business transactions and information related 

computer and the receiver computer substantially simulta- thereto. Business activities include electronic commands or 

neously. signals generated in response to any and all business devel- 

The computer-based system for automatically controlling opments. For example, a business activity such as a "dehv- 

information related to business transactions of this invention ery of goods acknowledgment** may embody a data structure 

provides the ability for both a provider and receiver of goods 55 that includes an electronic order or invoice number, goods, 

to enjoy a shared view of the status of a goods* shipment and contact person, date of order, date of shipment, date and 

all business activities and information related thereto. This place of receipt of goods, etc. 

includes a shared view of the status of electronic purchase The present invention envisions a scheme whereby con- 
orders, shipment particulars, the receipt of shipped goods at ventional control of business transaction information, con- 
a receiver location, etc Also included is a shared view all eo ventional business methods communication related to the 
pricing information related to the goods from the time of exchange of goods between a manufacturer (provider of 
ordering to the time of receipt of such goods by the receiver, goods) and a distributor (receiver of goods) are redefined for 
as well as the immediate recording and sharing of any modern business needs. The method and system of this 
pricing or quantity discrepancy information (referred to as invention automatically correlates, adjusts and communi- 
exception data). 65 C ates (shares) a manufacturer's, or other inventory 
Accordingly, overhead associated with personnel required supplier's, and a distributor's, or other inventory receiver's, 
to track and control shipping particulars, as well as person- electronic business activity and business transaction infar- 
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mation. While this invention will be described relative to 
transactions taking place between a manufacturer and the 
manufacturer's distributors), i.e., the manufacturer's 
receivers, the invention is not limited to such business 
relationships, but may be utilized by any business entities 5 
requiring electronic sharing of business and business related 
transaction and/or business control information. 

In a preferred embodiment, the electronic system for 
controlling and tracking information relating to business 
transactions and sharing business information related thereto 1Q 
includes a business activity controller apparatus (referred to 
interchangeably as a business controller) typically located at 
a manufacturer or provider location (but not limited thereto), 
a business activity transaction generating apparatus (referred 
to interchangeably as a transaction generator), typically 
located at a distributor or receiver location. The business 15 
controller and transaction generator are each in electrical 
communication with the manufacturer (provider) and the 
distributor (receiver) computers, respectively, and with each 
other. 

The method and system of this invention provides for 20 
immediately updated business transaction control informa- 
tion pursuant to received shipment information, electronic 
invoice receipt information, price update information, and 
claim adjustment information (interchangeably referred to 
as exception data) that is located at the distributor location. 25 
Both the transaction generator and the business controller 
preferably include computers. The computers include a set 
of instructions or commands defining the method for pro- 
cessing the above-mentioned information. Under certain 
system applications, the computer programs resident both in 30 
the transaction generator and business controller may be 
identical, with either the transaction generator or controller 
acting as the control and information sharing center for the 
system. The business information may be electronically 
communicated between the receiver computer and transac- 35 
tion generator, between the transaction generator and the 
business controller, or between the rnanufacture computer 
and business controller via varying electronic communica- 
tion means. 

The system provides a method that enables distributor 40 
purchase orders (Le., any orders for inventory or other 
goods), order acknowledgments, advanced shipping notices, 
orders in transit, receipt acknowledgments, invoices, price 
discrepancy claims and quantity disputes, overage/shortage 
claims, payment acknowledgments, debit/credit 45 
adjustments, damaged goods claims, or any information 
related thereto, to be represented electronically and to be 
electronically processed. The processed information may 
then be monitored (or shared) by both the provider and 
receiver of goods without the traditional use of paper forms 50 
and the time lag inherent in human processing. 

The invention is particularly adept at electronically and 
automatically implementing many of the labor intensive 
traditional business operations. Communication between a 
manufacturer and the nianuf acturer' s distributors is essential 55 
not only for placement and coordination of shipping orders, 
but for determining real inventory levels in an effort to 
reduce inventory cost Further, the method and system of 
this invention automates the process for determining 
expected shipping times, delivery dates and timely resolu- 60 
tion of claims resulting from discrepancies between an order 
placed and a order received. System performance includes 
the relatively immediate electronic posting of pertinent 
business information at a shared facility referred to herein as 
a control process point (e.g., transaction generator or busi- 65 
ness controller) enabling businesses to benefit from a 
marked increase in communication ability. 
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FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram representing a first 
embodiment of the electronic system for controlling and 
tracking information related to business transactions 100 of 
the present invention. Included in the figure is a block 110 
which schematically represents a manufacturer's 
(provider's) network or mainframe computer, a business 
activity controller apparatus (business controller) preferably 
located at the manufacturer location in mis embc<iiment 120, 
a distributor network or receiver mflinfrflm* computer 130 
linked via link 140 to facilitate communication between the 
business controller and the receiver computer (or 
computers). 

Hie activity controller apparatus (business controller) 120 
maintains the flow of information in the system. The busi- 
ness controller essentially becomes the system's control 
process point by accepting and coordinating business activ- 
ity and tracking information thereby controlling particular 
business transactions. The business controller 120 operates 
as a director, translator, processor and distributor of elec- 
tronic information that may be relevant to both the manu- 
facturer and distributor network computers 130. 
Theoretically, the control process point may be located at 
either the manufacturer or receiver location but is not limited 
thereto. In this embodiment, however, (described in detail 
hereinbelow) the business controller 120 acts as the control 
process point and is located at the manufacturer location. 

In order to support system communication as above- 
described, one embodiment of the business controller 120 
includes an internal emulation board (not shown), a key- 
board 122 for inputting electronic business transaction infor- 
mation at the manufacturer end and a display terminal 1241 
for disseminating information to users. An internal modem 
(not shown) within the business controller 120 may be 
included for use which, when combined with the modems at 
both ends of the system connected by phone line acts as a 
replacement for electronic data link 140. 

The business controller 120 preferably includes a com- 
puter which facilitates operation of the business control and 
activity information tracking system of this invention. The 
computer may be any computer known to those skilled in the 
art capable of receiving and running a set of instructions for 
carrying out the method of this system. A computer program 
resident in a memory within the business controller 120 (and 
transaction generator where the case may apply) defines the 
set of instructions. Because the system timing and control is 
software defined, the system may be implemented or modi- 
fied (i.e., the control process) on any computer having an 
operating system compatible with the system software. This 
invention is capable of translating between conventional 
electronic data interchange (EDI) format and the data format 
of the receiver network computer 130. For example, a 
Compaq™ 80486-based machine may be used as the busi- 
ness controller (controller) 120. 

Operation of the invention schematically defined by FIG. 
1 and described above is as follows. The distributor com- 
puter 130 prepares and transmits electronic business trans- 
action activity information (electronic information) to the 
business controller 120 via electronic data link 140 (referred 
to as the information collection phase). The electronic 
information may contain information relating to inventory 
levels of products in the warehouse, or claim information 
relating to a receipt of damaged goods, overage or shortage 
of goods, and most other business transaction information. 

Similarly, the manufacturer network computer 110 pre- 
pares and transmits electronic business transaction activity 
information to the business controller 120. Examples of 
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these transactions include Order Acknowledgments, 
Advanced Shipping Notices, Billing Information, and asso- 
ciated other business transaction. 

Generation of the electronic information may be carried 
out by any known technique, including mat shown in the 
above-mentioned Kawashima patent The electronic infor- 
mation may be prepared in EDI format for communication 
between the business controller 120 and the receiver net- 
work computer 130, or in any format which is comprehen- 
sible or modifiable by the system of the present invention. 

Based on information available to the business controller 
120 and from the distributor computer 130 (information 
collection phase), the business controller may prepare busi- 
ness transactions (business transaction phase) to be sent to 
either the receiver or the manufacturer computer. It is the 
essence of this invention that each time a business transac- 
tion is sent to either manufacturer or distributor, the trans- 
actions are directed to both. In other words, all business 
transactions generated by the business controller 120 are 
sent to both the manufacturer computer 110 and to the 
receiver computer 130. 

In a more detailed example of this process, the distribu- 
tor's computer 130 may transmit inventory level activity to 
a business control computer 120. The information would be 
processed and an order created by the business controller 
120, sending notification to both the manufacturer and 
receiver computers. Upon processing the order and shipping 
it to the receiver, the manufacturer computer 110 sends 
shipping activity information to the business controller 
which responds by generating an Advanced Shipment Advi- 
sory and electronically transmits the Advisory to both the 
manufacturer and distributor computers. 

Upon receipt of the shipment (Le., the goods), the dis- 
tributor computer 130 sends activity information to the 
business controller 120. In response, the business controller 
sends an information acknowledgement and billing effect 
transaction information to both the distributor computer 130 
and the manufacturer computer 110. If a claim associated 
with the shipment requires processing, such as a claim for 
damaged goods, shortage or overage, or any other normal 
business exception, the information related to the activity is 
sent from the distributor's computer 130 to the business 
controller 120, which processes the information and gener- 
ates an appropriate business transaction, sending the same to 
both the distributor computer 130 as well as to the manu- 
facturer computer 110. 

Another example of the process is the system's response 
to a price change implemented by the manufacture system, 
whereby notification of the price change is sent to the 
' business controller 120 by the nianufacturer computer 110. 
Upon receiving the request for price update, the business 
controller 120 processes the information and creates a 
business activity to change the price. The business activity 
(information related to the price change) is then sent by the 
business controller 120 to both the distributor computer 130 
and to the manufacturer computer 110. 

A second and preferred embodiment of the electronic 
method and system of this invention for controlling and 
tracking information related to business transactions and 
sharing business information relating thereto is identified as 
200 in the schematic block diagram of FIG. 2. The system 
200 is similar to the embodiment of FIG. 1 except that a 
business activity transaction generating apparatus 
(transaction generator) 210 is included at the distributor 
location in electrical communication with the receiver net- 
work computer 130 and linked via communication link 140 
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to the business controller 120. The transaction generator 210 
acts as the system's control process point in this 
embodiment, Le., an electrical interface between the busi- 
ness controller 120 located at the manufacturer location and 

5 the receiver network computer 130 via electronic commu- 
nication link 140. The transaction generator becomes the 
system's master whereby the business controller is the 
transaction generator's slave. 
Both the business controller 120 and the transaction 

10 generator 210 preferably comprise computers downloaded 
with a copy (each of which may be identical) of object code 
that defines the system of this invention. While either the 
business controller 120 or the transaction generator 210 can 
control system operation, that is, control and track the 

15 information related to business transactions and maintain the 
same for system access, it is the transaction generator 210 
that controls the system in this embodiment 

A block of memory resident in and equally accessible to 
each of the business controller 120 and the transaction 

20 generator 210 maintain a number of data files and/or data- 
bases. The files may include product information, pricing 
and quantity information, shipping information, inventory 
information, receipt and invoice information, inventory 
model information, performance history information, a 

25 structure of personnel that performs various functions of the 
system etc., as well as the set of computer coded instructions 
defining the system (i.e., the object code). While the data- 
bases that are local to both the business controller 120 and 
the transaction generator 210 and are not mutually 

30 exclusive, they do contain database information which may 
only be changed (undatable) by the business controller or 
transaction generator. 
Contrasted with the embodiment of FIG. 1, i.e., a business 

35 controller located at a manufacturer location with no trans- 
action generator, the manufacturer network computer HO 
may directly update certain portions of memory within the 
business controller. In the present embodiment (FIG. 2), 
certain portions within memory contained in the transaction 

^ generator may be updated directly by the receiver network 
computer 130 and the business controller if present in the 
system. Accordingly, different portions of memory, while 
accessible to both the controller 120 and the generator 210, 
may have limited updatahility. 

45 FIG. 3 is a schematic block diagram depicting a number 
of databases that are preferably included in a transaction 
generator 210 for contemplated system operation. These 
same databases may very well be included in the business 
controller when it operates as control process point A 

50 separation formed by the broken line shown in FIG. 3 
defines a boundary related to the updatability of the several 
databases. The two sets of databases are designated as A and 
B. 

The A-designated databases are updatable only by the 
55 business controller 120 (or manufacturer computer in the 
embodiment of FIG. 1) located at the manufacturer location. 
The shipment file 310, the invoice file 312, the order history 
file 314, the manufacturer claims file 318, the location file 
316, the price resolution file 320 and the back order file 322. 
60 The A-designated databases may be accessed by the entire 
system. The business controller 120 and transaction genera- 
tor 210 may be interfaced via electronic communication link 
140. The B-designated databases, Le., receipts file 330, the 
customer claims file 332, and the price disputes file 334, are 
65 updatable by the transaction generator 210 itself, and/or the 
receiver network computer 130 but accessible by the entire 
system. 
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Both the business controller 120 and the transaction example, as a shipment claim is processed, the transaction 

generator 210 may include keyboards 124 and 214, generator 210 generates an associated business transaction 

respectively, and video display terminals 122 and 212, and immediately notifies both the manufacturer computer 

respectively. Users at either the manufacturer or distributor 110 and the receiver (distributor) computer 130 as to the 

locations can use the keyboards and video display terminals 5 billing effect of the transaction. 

to provide information to (ie., keyboard input) and receive YIG. 4 is a schematic flow diagram depicting a method of 
display information (Le., display) from the system. operation of one embodiment of the electronic system of this 
Operation of the present system 200 will now be invention. The method provides for automatic control and 
described with the reference to FIGS. 2 and 3. The receiver adjustment of billing and inventory information in accor- 
(distributor) network computer 130 provides electronic busi- 10 dance with stored electronic information relating to a busi- 
ness transaction information to the transaction generator 210 ness transaction (information collection phase). Both a 
(information collection phase). In addition, the transaction manufacturer and distributor may thereby access the elec- 
generator 210 receives information from the business con- tronic information and track all shipment progress, respond- 
troller 120 (information collection phase). The electronic ing automatically to any status changes. Put another way, all 
information is stored in any of the above-described data- 15 business control and transaction information is available in 
bases where it is accessible to the receiver network computer a shared database accessible by both the provider and 
130 and to the business controller 120. All information receiver of goods. 

available to the business controller 120 is concomitantly Block 400 of FIG. 4 represents a step of initiating the 

available to the manufacturer computer 110. method provided herein for the embodiment of FIG. 1. This 

Upon receipt of business activity, the transaction genera- 20 step may vary with the needs of the system. For example, 

tor 210 processes the information and may generate a there may be a regularly timed update or transfer of infor- 

business transaction activity. Each time a business transac- mation from either the manufacturer or receiver computers, 

tion is generated, it is sent from the transaction generator or, the billing controller (or transaction generator) may 

210 to both the receiver (distributor) computer 130 and to initiate an electronic transfer of business information, 

the business controller 120, which in turn relays the trans- 25 Block 410 identifies a step of receiving business control 

action activity information to the manufacturer computer and activity transaction information (i.e., electronic 

HO. information) at the business controller 120 (information 

In a more detailed example of this process, the distribu- collection phase). In the embodiment depicted in FIG. 2 and 
tor's computer 130 may transmit inventory level activity to 3Q described above, the received information may be received 
the transaction generator 210, which in turn relays the from a receiver network computer 13© located at a distribu- 
information electronically to the business controller 120. tor location, or from a transaction generator 210 located at 
The information may be processed at the business controller the distributor location. The electronic information may be 
and an order may be generated thereat in the form of a identified with and correlated to an existing electronic order, 
notification sent to the transaction generator 210. In 35 whether or not the information is in a conventionally avail- 
response, the transaction generator creates a business trans- able data format For example, the information may be 
action and sends the transaction information to both the transmitted in EDI, ASCII, or EBCDIC formats, 
receiver (distributor) computer 130 and the manufacturer Block 420 identifies a step in which a check is made by 
computer 110 via the business controller 120. the business controller 120 (or the transaction generator) to 

After actually processing the order and shipping the goods ^ identify the format of information received. If the electronic 
to the distributor, the manufacturer computer 110 sends transaction information is provided in EDI format, the 
shipping activity information to the transaction generator information must be translated. Accordingly, the step rep- 
210 via the business controller 120. The information creates resented as block 430 must be performed on the electronic 
an Advanced Shipment Advisory which is sent to bom the information. The data structure of the information is 
manufacturer computer 110 via the business controller 120, 45 adjusted for compatibility. Such adjustment may include 
and the distributor computer 130. Upon receipt of the goods removing particular control characters utilized for the trans- 
shipment, the distributor computer 130 sends activity infor- mission of the electronic invoice via an EDI-based network 
mation to the transaction generator 210, which in response (information collection phase). 

sends receipt acknowledgement and billing effect transac- Block 440 describes a step in which the business control- 

tions to both the receiver (distributor) and the manufacturer ^ ler 120 processes the received electronic business control 

computers via the business controller. and transaction activity information together with the exist- 

If a claim associated with the shipment requires ing stored electronic information. As a result of the elec- 

processing, such as a claim for damaged goods, shortage or tronic information processing, an electronic order may be 

overage, or any other normal business exception, the claims generated and transmitted to the manufacturer computer, 

activity is sent from the receiver computer 130 to the 55 The electronic order (information) may be generated in any 

transaction generator 210. The transaction generator pro- manner known to those skilled in the art as long as a data 

cesses the information and generates an appropriate business structure defining the invoice is compatible for processing 

transaction, which is sent to both the receiver computer 130 within the manufacturer network computer, 

and the manufacturer computer 110 via the business con- Block 450 represents the step of transmitting the gener- 

troller 120. 60 ated business transaction (which may be referred to as a 

The essence of this invention resides in the system 1 s billing effect or audit transaction) over electronic cammu- 

ability to replace as much paper work and human processing nication link 140 or by direct connection to the manufacturer 

associated with the processing of exceptions (claims, computer 110. Block 460 represents the step of transmitting 

discrepancies, etc.) as possible with related technology. In the exact copy of the business transaction, generated in 

addition, this invention provides for the immediate billing 65 Block 440, and sent in Block 450, over electronic comnxu- 

effect of all business transactions occurring at both the nication link 140 or by direct connection to receiver com- 

manufacturer and the receiver (distributor) locations. For puter 130. 



06/27/2002, EAST version: 1.03.0002 



5,638,519 



11 



12 



FIG. 5 is a more detailed schematic flow diagram of block 
440 of FIG. 4, representing the steps of processing the 
received and stored business data and transaction informa- 
tion (Le., the electronic information). Block 510 represents 
the step of processing electronic claims information 
(exception data) received at the transaction generator 210 
from the receiver (distributor) computer 130 or entered 
normally via keyboard 214. There, any discrepancies 
between order amounts, pricing, damaged goods, overage, 
underage, etc., are assessed and processed and transferred to 
the business controller 120. 

Block 520 represents the step of updating electronics 
claims data according to the processed electronic claims 
information (business transaction phase). If acceptable to the 
system defined criteria, the updated electronic claims data 
are then incorporated within the electronic information 
available to the system. 

Block 530 includes the step of processing electronic 
shipping update information received from the manufacturer 
network computer 110 (information collection phase). Block 
540 represents the step of updating the electronic shipping 
notice to provide an updated shipping notice therefrom- The 
updated shipping notice is incorporated into an appropriate 
database for access by the system. 

Block 550 includes the step of receiving and processing 
an electronic acknowledgment provided by the receiver 
network computer 130. Hie electronic acknowledgement is 
generated in response to the updated shipping notice tran&^ 
mitted to the receiver network computer. jjl ock560r< 
sents the step of generating an electronic receipt update 
according to the electronic acknowledgement The elec- 
tronic receipt update data is also incorporated into the 
appropriate database and made ava jjlahfo to both the receiver 
and manufacturer computers. 

Block 570 represents the step of receiving and processing 
electronic pricing information (in the form of price update 
data) transmitted by the manufacturer computer 110 via the 
business controller 120. The price update data may then be 
incorporated into the appropriate database and made avail- 
able to bom the manufacturer and distributor computers. 
Block 580 represents the step of generating the price update 
(business transaction) information to be sent to both the 
manufacturer computer 110 and the receiver computer 130. 
This process assures that price remains synchronized 
between the manufacturer and the distributor. 

Block 590 depicts a step of inputting the above-described 
information into common database files to be accessed by 
both the manufacturer and the receiver (distributor) com- 
puters. The database fries will contain all business transac- 
tions (information) sent to both the manufacturer and 
receiver. Consequently, all systems will be synchronized. 
These transactions will include business transactions such as 
order acknowledgements, advanced shipping notices, 
receipt acknowledgments, billing effect transactions, claim 
transactions, along with many more business activities. 

FIG. 6 is a schematic block diagram used to show 
electronic signal interaction between a manufacturer com- 
puter 110 and a business controller 120, between the busi- 
ness controller and a transaction generator via electronic link 
140, and between transaction generator 210 and receiver 
network computer 130. As is clearly seen by FIG. 6, 
electronic signals driven by different parts of this system 
may be shared with all other parts of the system to control 
business transacted on the system by either the business 
controller or transaction generator. 

Various changes to the foregoing described and shown 
structures would now be evident to those skilled in the art 
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For example, mis disclosure describes the business control- 
ler (control process point) of this invention as being located 
at either a provider or receiver (distributor) location. The 
business controller (control process point) is not limited to 
the described locations, however, but may be located at a 
location that is independent of the provider and receiver 
locations. Accordingly, the particularly disclosed scope of 
the invention is set forth in the following claims. 
What is claimed is: 

1. A method for automatically controlling and tracking 
inventory level activity between a manufacturer and a 
distributor, comprising the steps of: 

a) providing 

i) a manufacturer computer located at a manufacturer 
location capable of exchanging business transaction 
information; 

ii) a distributor computer located at a destination for 
said manufacturer's goods, said distributor computer 
capable of exchanging business transaction informa- 
tion; 

iii) a business controller in electrical communication 
with said manufacturer computer and said distributor 
computer, and 

iv) a transaction generator in electrical communication 
with said distributor computer and said business 
controller, 

b) transmitting inventory level activity information from 
said distributor computer to said transaction generator 
and thereafter to said business controller; 

c) processing of said information by said business con- 
troller to generate an order and thereafter transmitting 
a notification to said transaction generator, 

d) transrnitting of a business transaction by said transac- 
tion generator to both said distributor and manufacturer 
computers; 

e) transmitting shipping activity information by said 
manufacturer computer to said transaction generator 
following processing and shipping of goods to said 
distributor, 

f) transmitting an advanced shipment advisory by said 
transaction generator to both said distributor and manu- 
facturer computers; 

g) transmitting receipt activity information by said dis- 
tributor computer to said transaction generator follow- 
ing receipt of said goods; and 

h) transmitting receipt acknowledgment and billing effect 
transactions by said transaction generator to both said 
distributor and manufacturer computers. 

2. The method according to claim 1, further comprising 
the step of transmitting claims activity information by said 
distributor computer to said transaction generator and there- 
after transmitting said claims activity information by said 
transaction generator to both said manufacturer and distribu- 
tor computers. 

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein said steps of 
transmitting by said transaction generator to said manufac- 
turer and distributor computers are accomplished substan- 
tially simultaneously. 

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein said trans- 
missions between said transaction generator and said manu- 
facturer computer are effected via said business controller. 

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein said business 
controller is located at said manufacturer. 

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein said trans- 
action generator is located at said distributor. 
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DOCUMENT-IDENTIFIER: US 5638519 A 

TITLE: Electronic method and system for controlling and tracking 

information 

related to business transactions 

KWIC 

DEPR: 

Operation of the invention schematically defined by FIG. 1 and described 
above 

is as follows. The distributor computer 130 prepares and transmits 
electronic 

business transaction activity information (electronic information) to the 
business controller 120 via electronic data link 140 (referred to as the 
information collection phase). The electronic information may contain 
information relating to inventory levels of products in the warehouse, or 
claim 

information relating to a receipt of damaged goods, overage or shortage of 
goods, and most other business transaction information. 

DEPR: 

Block 550 includes the step of receiving and processing an electronic 
acknowledgment provided by the receiver network computer 130. The 
electronic 

acknowledgement is generated in response to the updated shipping notice 
transmitted to the receiver network computer. Block 560 represents the step 
of 

generating an electronic receipt update according to the electronic 
acknowledgement. The electronic receipt update data is also incorporated 
into 

the appropriate database and made available to both the receiver and 
manufacturer computers. 



06/27/2002, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



